Carotid calcification on panoramic radiographs: an important marker for vascular risk.
The objective of this study was to determine whether carotid calcifications are harbingers of future vascular events. Between 1986 and 2000, 71 patients were found to have carotid artery calcifications on routine panoramic films. Medical records were reviewed for vascular risk factors existing before and vascular end points subsequent to the radiographs. The mean age of our patients was 68 years. Sixty-one (86%) had preexisting vascular risk factors, 73% with multiple risk factors. Forty-one end points occurred in 29 patients. The average time to an end point was 2.7 years. The end points included myocardial infarction (8, 11%), stroke (5, 7%), death (11, 15%), revascularization procedures (8, 11%), transient ischemic attack (2, 3%), and angina (7, 10%). Twenty-three patients (34%) had major end points of myocardial infarction, stroke, or death. Carotid calcifications identified on panoramic radiographs are powerful markers for subsequent vascular events. Patients found to have carotid calcification on panoramic radiographs should be referred for cerebrovascular and cardiovascular evaluation and aggressive management of vascular risk factors.